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Many people appear to attach great value to sad music. But why? One way to gain insight 
into this question is to turn away from music and look instead at why people value sad 
conversations. In the case of conversations, the answer seems to be that expressing sadness 
creates a sense of genuine connection. We propose that sad music can also have this type of 
value. Listening to a sad song can give one a sense of genuine connection. We then explore 
the nature of this value in two experimental studies. The results suggest a striking 
relationship between music and conversation. People see something distinctively musical in 





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Figure 2: Scatterplot showing ratings of Characteristic Values by Connection in Study 2. Colors	
show Pleasant Music ratings. 
	
Figure	2	shows	the	relationship	between	Characteristic	Values	and	Connection.	
What	we	see	is	that	judgments	of	music’s	characteristic	values	can	be	predicted	by	
judgments	about	connection	in	conversation.20	Specifically,	the	results	indicate	that	
	
20	A	partial	correlation	was	conducted	to	determine	if	Characteristic	Values	is	predicted	by	Connection	
while	controlling	for	Pleasant	Music.	There	was	indeed	a	significant	partial	correlation,	r	(69)	=	.784,	p	
<	.001.	In	addition,	we	conducted	a	further	exploratory	analysis,	which	was	not	preregistered,	to	look	at	
whether	Characteristic	Values	is	predicted	by	Connection	when	not	controlling	for	Pleasant	Music.	This	
analysis	also	yielded	a	highly	significant	correlation,	r	(69)	=	.899,	p	<	.001.	
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the	emotions	that	make	people	feel	connected	in	conversation	are	also	the	emotions	
whose	expression	in	music	embodies	what	music	is	all	about.	
We	think,	of	course,	that	this	relation	is	no	coincidence.	It	is	the	connective	
power	of	these	emotions	that	makes	the	music	that	expresses	them	be	heard	as	
embodying	music’s	characteristic	values.	Or	to	put	the	point	differently,	we	take	it	that	
creating	this	kind	of	connection	is	itself	one	of	these	values.	Connection	is	thus	not	
simply	the	causal	effect	of	some	forms	of	music—a	non-musical	phenomenon	that	
music	happens	to	facilitate—but	rather	a	distinctively	musical	achievement	intimately	
connected	with	the	nature	of	music.	And	this	means	that	to	value	a	musical	work	for	
the	connection	it	creates	is	to	value	it	as	music—as	possessing	a	characteristic	musical	
value.		
It	is	worth	noting,	as	we	suspected	in	Section	3,	that	the	relevant	emotions	are	
not	only	negative	ones.	The	relation	between	Characteristic	Values	and	Connection	
was	also	present	in	emotions	such	as	love,	compassion,	and	inspiration.	In	fact,	these	
emotions	received	a	higher	Characteristic	Values	rating	than	emotions	like	sadness	
and	sorrow.	This	is	exactly	what	one	would	expect	given	the	ratings	on	Connection,	
for	despite	the	significant	connective	powers	of	sadness	and	suffering,	love	and	
inspiration	still	reigned	supreme—people	thought	that	conversations	expressing	love	
and	inspiration	are	more	connective	than	those	expressing	sadness	and	sorrow.		
If	we	are	on	to	something,	and	the	value	of	sad	music	is	to	be	explained	by	the	
connection	it	creates,	and	other	emotions	are	capable	of	creating	this	connection,	then	
the	value	of	sad	music	would	be	of	a	piece	with	the	value	of	loving	and	compassionate	
music.	Sad	music,	that	is,	does	not	require	a	special	explanation.	Instead,	once	we	see	
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what’s	of	value	in	music	that	expresses	love,	the	value	of	sad	music	comes	into	focus.	
The	expression	of	sadness,	just	as	the	expression	of	love,	makes	for	the	special	
connection	that	embodies	what	music	is	all	about.				
Still,	there	is	something	special	about	the	negative	emotions,	something	that	
can	be	appreciated	by	looking	at	Figure	2.	The	colors	of	the	points	indicate	how	much	
each	emotion	makes	for	pleasant	music.	If	you	look	at	the	points	in	the	lower	left	
corner,	the	results	are	unsurprising.	Music	that	expresses	snobbishness	and	
inattention	is	unpleasant	to	listen	to	and	also	low	on	Characteristic	Values.	On	the	
upper	right	corner,	however,	something	more	interesting	emerges.	Some	of	these	
emotions,	like	love	or	gratitude,	are	predictably	the	emotions	that	people	find	
pleasant	to	listen	to	and	also	rated	high	in	Characteristic	Values.	What	is	striking	is	
that	some	emotions	are	highly	unpleasant	to	listen	to	but—just	as	one	would	predict	
from	their	Connection	ratings—very	high	in	Characteristic	Values.	These	emotions	
make	for	music	that	is	not	regarded	as	pleasant	but	that	people	still	see	as	embodying	
a	characteristic	musical	value.	The	emotions	that	have	this	distinctive	property	are	
precisely	the	ones	that	have	been	the	focus	of	this	entire	paper:	sorrow,	loneliness,	
sadness	and	so	on.		
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We	started	out	with	the	problem	of	negative	emotion	in	art.	Why	do	we	value	
artworks	that	elicit	emotions	whose	experience	in	most	other	contexts	we	disvalue?	
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We	argued	that	music	deserves	a	special	answer.	In	particular,	music	is	different	in	
one	crucial	respect.	The	value	of	sad	music—in	contrast	to,	say,	that	of	horror	films—
does	not	lie	in	the	experience	of	the	negative	emotion.	What	matters	is	not	the	
evocation	of	sadness	in	the	listener,	but	the	expression	of	sadness	in	the	music.	
Our	thesis	is	that	music	expressive	of	sadness	gives	rise	to	an	experience	of	
connection,	a	connection	we	can	understand	by	analogy	with	that	present	in	heartfelt	
conversations.	It	is	this	connection	that	gives	sad	music	its	value.	But	what	kind	of	
value	is	this?	And	aren’t	we	identifying	the	value	of	such	music	with	something	
outside	of	music,	thereby	leaving	the	music	behind?	We	argued	that	this	value	is	in	
fact	a	musical	value.	Not,	however,	in	the	sense	that	possessing	it	makes	the	music	
good	qua	music.	But	rather	in	the	sense	that	it	captures	what	music	is	all	about.		
We	presented	two	experiments	in	support	of	this	claim.	The	first	suggested	
that	ordinary	listeners	consider	the	expression	of	emotion	to	be	a	characteristic	
musical	value,	even	if	the	piece	is	not	musically	good.	The	second	showed	that	not	all	
emotions	have	this	special	place.	That	is,	what’s	distinctively	musical	is	not	the	
expression	of	any	and	all	emotion,	but	rather	the	expression	of	some	emotions	in	
particular.	The	results	suggest	that	the	relevant	emotions	are	those	which	connect	
people	when	expressed	in	conversation.	They	support	the	claim	that	connection	in	
music	is	not	an	extra-musical	value,	but	is	rather	a	musical	one.	To	value	a	work	for	
the	connection	it	creates	is	therefore	to	value	it	as	music.		
We	value	sad	music	because	it	connects	us.	To	what	exactly	is	a	question	for	
another	day.	But	whether	the	connection	is	with	other	people,	with	ourselves	or	with	
the	work	of	music,	it	is	a	connection	that	lies	at	the	heart	of	music	itself.	
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